DOCOBEET BESUAB

BD 173 861 ) cS 205 026

AUTHOR Dunwoocdy, Sharon

TITLE The Mews-Gathering Pehaviors cf Speciality Reporters:
. A Comparison of Two Levels of Anralysis in Mass Medla
- Decision-#aking.

POB DATE Aug 79 '

ROTE 36p.; Paper presgn+ted at the Annual Meeting of the

Association for Rducation in Journalisms (62n4,
Houston, Texas, August 5-8, 1979); Best copy

availatle
"BDFS PRICE MPO1,PCO02 Plus Postage.
DESCRI PICRS sBehavior Patterns; #®Competitiqr: *Cocperation;

Decision -Making; Individual Characteristics;
Interaction- Process Analysis; Journalisms; Mass Nedia:
*Media Research: Ncus Media; *News Reporting; News

x

— writing; *organizational Communication
IDENTIFIEFS Comnmunication Regearch
ABSTRACT

The news gathering behaviors of 24 mass media science
writers were examined at individuval (cccupaticnal) and organizational
levels thrcugh personal interviews, observation at the annual meeting
of the American Association for the Advancement cf Science, and
coptent analysis of the stories produced. Data indicated *hat
orgqanizational cénstivints were the major factors determining news .
select ion strategies, .ut that individual-level variables come into
glay at both the information gathering and the writing stages.
Greater numbers of organizational constraints seemed to reduce the
tcles that individuval-level variables have in the news making prccess
for a given reporter. Additicnally, organizaticnal variables seemed
t0 promcte competitive behavior, while individual-level variatles
encour aged ccoperative tehavicr among the science writers in the
study. (Author/RL) \ )

’

““t‘““tt‘““t““t“‘*“‘t“‘t“““‘ PP YT PEPE T EII IS RS RIS L2 L R L L

* Reproduc*ions supplied by EDPS are the best *that can be made *

* * from the original documernt. *
DR e e TR T R L L AT LR L DL R d e bl bbbt ietiiottioted




"
)
0
(~ o)
M
~
—t
oo ]
Ll

4

VS BEPARTMENT OF NEALYN.
ABVCATION & wlLPaRE
NATIONAL INATITVTE OF

AOUCATION

Trit DOCUMENT maAl qa@n~ REPNO-
OuCED BAACTLY A ABCEIVIID PAOM
1w@ PERION OR ORGANIZATION ORIOIN.
ATING 'Y BOINTIOF IEW OR IPINIONS
ATATEO DO NO' NECEVIARILY REPRE.
SENTY 0P P ICIAL NATIONAL INSYITUTE OF
FOUCATION POLITION OF POLICY

Theory & Methodology Division

The Naws-Gathering Behaviors of Specialty Reporters:
A Comparison of Two Levels of Analysis
in Mass Media Decisi n-Making

Sharon Dunwoody
Assistant Professor
School of Journalism
Ohio State University
Columbus, Ohio 43210

“PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

Sharon Dunwoody

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC}

+

vision, Association

Presented to the Theory & Methodology Di
August 1979, Houston,

for Education in Journalism convention,
Texas.

I;E’S"T‘ : - - )
A .k. P e whd 4 d

NA s a A

[ O]



~

The News-Gathering Behaviors of Specialty Reporters!
A Comparison of Two Levels of Analysis
in Mass Media Decision-Making

.

The growing sophistication of mass communicator
research in recent years has brought with it an accompanyir.g
expansion in theoretical perspectives. Researchers have
begun to identify both microsocial and nac:ooécial
levels of analysis, and several 1nv'uttq;eoro also have
begun calling for a 'gystems’ approach to the study of
ncwi-makxng.l .

This paper supports the argument for such an approach,
which would integrate levels of analysis, and offers an

example of the kind cf study that seams to accomplish this

goal on 2 limited scale.

Multilevel systems of analysis.

Studies of nevws gathering behaviors can be carried
out at any number of levels of analysis, tanqing from the
micro (the individual) to ‘he macro (societal) .
Historically, emphasis among researchers in the
United States has focused on the individual. studies of
gatekeepers, of beat reporters, of publishers all accepted
the assumption that news-making took place primarily at
a molecular, psychological level.2
Within the last few vears, however, the level of
analysis has begun to move upvard, and a number of researchers

now argue that news-making is largely an organizational
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phenomenon, govarned by such variables as organisation size,
technological limitations and doannd; of work settings.

Others suggest an even more molar theoratical framework thati
takes Jnto account interactions. among organirations as well as
interactions between an arganisation and its social or
political milieu.’

The resulting variety in tﬁ;oreuical approaches now being
posed to deal with news-making behaviors hears a striking
resemblance to the range of perspectives that has evolved in
-ociologf to explain social stiuctures. As American socioloqist
Pater Blau notad in a recent book davoted to a discussion of
thase various theoretical ltgateqiolz One important
dif!otenco in perspective, though not the only one, is the
range of our vision, whaother we view things from a distance to
encompass the larger picture or qhothor we stan? close up not
to lose sight of details. 3

Aut onc prohlem with a number of the theoretical
perspectives on social structures--both in sociology and in
mass communicatic ----has been that they lianit themselves to a
"single lovel of analysis. Gatekeeper stulies, for example,
rarely co?lidet the more macro o- ,anizational vatiables! while.
organizaélonal studies are not likely to step down to individual
units or analysis. Bslau at;;es that many of the prevailing
sociolngical models of social structure suffer from éhe
same problem. N

A sociological perspective designed to revaal the

broad panorama of historical developments and
institutional systems conceals the minutiae of the

1
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social life of individuals, and a perspective suited

for penetrating dooptz into human relations and
face-to-face intsraction loses sight g! the larger

historical and institutional context.

One way around such a limitation, of course, is to
incorporate » nuwber of levels of analysis into any one
structural study. BSociologists Robert Merton, Seymour Martin
Lipset and Blau, among othars, h-v;‘workod to derive
theoretical modeds that can encompass both microsocial and
macrosocial phononnna.7 and within the last two or three years
mass eonnunicutto? researchers also have come forward with
técommendationl for multilevel nédcll.

Por example, Nimmick argues that decision-making in mass
media must be viewed from a 'systeme  perspective that
arranges levels of analysis hierarchically, from the micro.
individual level ("Row 40 individual gatekeepers make
docioionc concerning media content?") to the macro ("How does
the society dcfine and constrain the activities of its mass
communication institutions and specialists?’). He suggests

eight levels of analy.il.s

Hirsch has reviewed much of the extant literature in the
communicator area and isolates three lavels of analysis that
he feels characterize the work done to date. He calls the
most micro level ‘occupational ro'es and careers, a
second level ‘organization qua organization,“ and the most
macro level the ~interorganizational and institutional
perspective."’ The first uses the indivi‘ual as the unit

of analysis, the second the organization, and the third
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focuses On relationships between media instit .tions and society.

Although firsch does NOt weave a single multilevel
model from the three perspectives, he does arque that the
three levels of analysis should be integrated:

These models, while analytically distinct, are

not mutually exlusive. BRather, they work best when

taken £, with each hel z the others T"..“

alternative interpretations of findings or raise new

z:oottono for investigation. They are further
terrelated in that the firet examines how individuals

work tO create mass media content, while the seocond

focuses on the organisational arrangements within

which this occurs. and which corporately produce and

distribute the finished product. The third is most

useful for studying the cultural, economic, and
political environments in which mass media and the
professions Esuprtltnq them act as a major social
institution.

Given the complexity of news-making, multilevel analysis
in comsunicator research makes a great deal of sense. The
Aifficulty lies in applying multilevel models to actual
news production situations. This paper proposes one cﬁhh
application by suggesting that the existence of specialty
reporters in mass nodia offers an opportunity to examine the
interactions of two levels of analysis--individual and
organiszational--in a news -gathering setting. The paper
then explains one such attempt and briefly Aiscusses the

findings.

A grogg.ed research setting.

One can assume that news-making decisions are made at
hoth individual (occupational) and organizational levels
of analysis (although not exclusively at those levels).

The problem lies in desligning studies that alluw us to

6
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view tha two leveis operating togethar while still enabling
us to isolate and examine the part each level plays in
producing the final product.

stnco.bqth individual and organizational variahles must
serve as independent variables in such a -tudy.‘tt is
important to find a setting outside tﬁo newsroom where both
can be obsarved and measured. One such setting would he an
actual news event. If the event draws journalists from a
variety of organisations, variance within organisational
variables will be obtatnod: The problem then lies in
obtaining individual-level data that are as independent as
possible of the oréanlzatlonal measures. To do this, I
would argue that one needs a group of journalists engaged in
the same kind of reporting occupation who are capahle of
exercising a great deal of aueoﬁomv from the newsroom, raporters
who miy value their associations with like reporters from other
organizations as much as they do their relationships with
their own editors. Special’y reporters seam to fit thcse
criteria.

Earlier studies of specialty reporters by Rosten,

11

Tunstall, Crouse and Chibnall, among others, have

indicated that these reporters have certain things in
common that bind them together. They deal with specific
areas of coverage and develop expertisa well heyond that of
the average reporter. As a result. they enjoy a grcat deal
of autonomy from newsrooms’ editors cften don't feal

qualified to judge the newsworthiness of information in

7
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+

the specialty writer's area, rondering the writer both
reporter and editnr, for all practical purposes.

Specialty writers often specialise in content areas
rather than geographical ones. Thus for them a beat é;n
be regional, national, even international in scope. In a
large news organisation, this means the specialty writer
travels more than most reporters, and her travels bring her
into regular contact with other reporters in the same
specialty area with similar occupational titles and’
responsibilities. The result is socialisation not only to the
newsroom but also to experienced colleagues from other news
organisations. |

Another component of specialty roporting is a strong
professional concern for a quality writing standard that may
be quite independent of newsroom requirements. In other words,
specialty reporters are highly conccrned ahout the intrinsic
quility of the stories they produc~ vis-a-vis each other,
ahout whather they are doing guod or bad specialty writing
in the eyes of their peexs.

In sum, the news-makjig behaviors of specialty reporters,
.hile governed to some extent by the otganizational dictates
of reporters' rnspective newsrooms, also should he influenced
by—tho natwork of individual relationships maintained among
profesiional colleagues involved in the same specialty
occupation hut from other nevwsrooms. 0One ideal setting, then,
for comparison of the effects of individual and organizational

variables on news-gathering hehaviors would be a large news

8
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‘'event” that attracts specialty )our9nltut- from a wide range
of medis orqanizations.

The author was ahle to gather data L1 just such a
setting and presents the finding ' in the form of a case study.
The event: a meeting of the Amarican Association for the
Advancement of Science. The journalists: the top mass

media sCience writers in the United States.

A Caso Study

Dackground .
Science reporters provide us with what is perhaps the

1Y

most ideal example of spocialty reporting in the mass
media. These journalists deal with highly technical
information. so technical in fact that sciantists (who serve
as the major sources) arc often descrihed as spearinqg foreian
lanquages that must be translated for public consumption.
rditors thus seem to interfere rarely with either news
decisions or writing style. Autonomy from the news desk is
great. For example., in this study more than half the
science writers indicated they receive assignments from
their city editors only 10 percent of the time or less.
additionally, more than half of them said their copy is
rarely editel and that they are consulted hy their eitors
ahout the advisahility of publishing science stories other
than their own. A few newspapers, in i;ct. such as the

New York Daily News, have rules prohihiting the publication

of anv science story unless it has been checked by the

newvspaper's science writer.
V)
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In larqer newspapers tho sclonce~writing heat has
traditionally been defined as & naétenal or international
heat, giving the science writer A great many opportunicies
to stay avay from the city room. nis:gxiggliy. science
writers were brought un board in many nculpapo;l specifically
to hanile one of the biggest storicos of the last couple
decades: man's journeys to the moon. That story could not
bo covered from the City room, 80 Mmany of today‘'s more
experienced science writers began their carcers on the road.
Today, although spaco shots are much 'ess a part of the
bmat. science writers for the ﬁoto prestigious media still
travel regqularly. In this study moro than A third of the
rospondents said they are on the road at least eight tn 19
times a year, while the rost indicated they travel five to
aiqght times a year. MNost of the travel funds now are
spent going to scientific mactlnq..lz

Lastly, mass media science writers have developed a
hinh d~aqgree of occupational professionalism. The difficulci~s
of coverinqg sciance an! thn froquent patterns of interaction
amonqg the journalists are among the factors that have
brought about two kinds of orqanization. within this
occupatignal suhgroup: a formal ofgani:ation callad the
National \ssociation of Science Writers, Inc.. and an
informal “inner club” of journalists whose members are
considnred clite among mass media science writers.

The formal organization, begun in 1934, currently has

about 1,000 mombers, about 40 percent of whom report for

10
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newspaApers. magasines. televisjon or radio. NASY seoms

devoted primarily to maintaining professional standardse.
Por example, » mess media ntc‘n« writer must Mn. two full
yoars of working experience before ha or she can apply for
memhership. Association activities emphasise improving
such thinge as one's sciontific axpertise, understanding of
science writing as an occupation, and mamhers' information-
selection and uwriting .uu-.“ Lastly, NASW emphasizoa
mass media protemsionaliem through its operating structurn
aAlthough most of its members 40 not write reqularly for mass
modia (they arq puplic information prrsonnel. free-lance
writers, academics), power within the organization remains
in the hands of the mass modia minority. MNASW has two
' categor ies of memhership--active and associate--and only mase
media science journalists qualify for the former. Associate
menhezrs cannot hold office in the organization, nor can they
vote on matters of organizational concu‘."’
T™he informal ''inner club,’’ on tha other hand, soems to
he very much a product of sclence writers' constant
fntaractions on the road. Ovor time. those science wrttarf
who do travel reqularly and who have been doing so since
the qlories of the manned space proqram in the 1960s have
developed close personal as well as professional bonds. No
more than 25 or )N in number, thoy work for the orestigious
media in the country and count on meeting each other
regularly at events like covrrage of the 1976 Viking landings

on Mars from California laboratories or at large scientific

L1
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mgetings. Ono Anner club msmber in the study gharactesinred
the cohesive epirit of this group when he, acknuviedaed
huomolm«mmwol 901ing tO

thesd meetings, cover these stories. You're with
ecach other for several days at a time. moet of the day
and most of the evening: you tend to 9o out and eat
dimmer together. lomm‘ni'nwr?wodtﬂm.
YOu've got a common intarest....1 have more in

common with science writers from other papers than I

d0 with reporters here on the » Hacavse
we're covering the same storied, we Interviev the

sanme e, an! we see each other not just casually.
go we All get to be pretty good friands.

Unlike the formal WASN. this informal group coalesces
only when its meaberse physically qather at news events awey
from the city room. Thus it seems tO have a function regardin
news-gathering behavior. Describing that function was &
main aim of this study and will be discussed latar.

In susmary, mass media science vriters are excellpnt
suhjocts for a study of this type because they evidence &
qreat deal of autonomy from the newsroom and a corresponding
stronn occunational hond among one another. Among specialty
renorters, Science writers may nrovide us with accupat ional
messures that are most independent of orqaniszational ones. '

e annual weeting of the American Association for the
AMdvancement of Sclence (AAAS) was an fdeal site for threo
major reasons

1. It regularly attracts betwoen 3N and 600 scliencs
journaliscte from & variety of media organizatigns to cover
it. In fact. the mesting is such an annual staple for mass
media ocunc? writers that NASW has b?qun holding its annual

-

husiness meetings there. 12
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1
/.

. 2. The meeting usually 1asts five or six days and
thus provides an excelle@tthboratory for‘disﬁlay of variance
in organizational measures. For.example, a reporter conuld
come with daily deadline requirements or with instructions to
write only when he or she found something of interest. Such
differences could result in strikingly different production '
outputs over a six-day period. |

3. As one of the largest scientific gatherinqs in _the.

" United States, reqularly attracting more than 5000 scientists
and offering some 130 symposia, the. AAAS meeting confronts
the jéurnalist with a bewildering arraf’of people and
tcpics. He or she must rake choices, and ‘AAAS makes a
sophisticated attempt to affect those choices via a system
of press conferences.16 Since heavy deadline and other
organ;zatxonal pressures may make reporters more: dependent
on sych art;ficxal structures, the presence of the press

o H
conferences offered a handy tool for measuring the effects

of the two independeﬁt variables.

Research question. . N L.

-

The goal of thisjstu4&, then, was to determine how B
occupational and organizational Qariables affected news-
makinq decisxons of the science writers. ‘

Occupational variables were operationalxzed in terms of
(the extent of peer 1nteraction among science writers at the

meeting, the degree to which individual decxsxons as scxence'

writers affected the stories produced.

’

- 13
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' mye types of organizational variables were selected for

examination: those relating to jpb demands of different

kinds of media organizations and those relatlng to

technological differences among media. 17 T™wo kinds of job

demands were included: the number of deadlines a reporter
had to meet in the course of the meeting, and his or her
behaviors rzlated to awareness of‘competition among nmedia
oréanizations represented at the meeting. The technological
variable Qas operationalized in terms of the amount of
equipment needed by a reporter to cover the meeting and his
or her artendant scheduiing needs. This last variable
'esscntially‘differentiated between type of medium.

lThe dependent measure--news-gathering hehavior---was
Operationalized in two specific ways for purposes of this case
study: type cf news source and number cf sources used per
story . ‘ | | ’

These two operatzonalzzations were selected -hecause
they made comparison of effects of the twu independent
variables on reporters' abilities to select and gather
news fairly straightforward. ; s

For example. for any given story a science writer had
four major types of informatfon sonrces at his or her
dzsposal - news conferences, research paners, ectual meeting
symposia and, finally. any 1ndivzdua1 contacts (1nterv1ews)

that the reporter would jnitiate with scientists. Jleavy use

of news conferences would indicate a good deal of reporter

14
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dependence on outside (AAAS) help in news selections,’

while reliance on‘?apers. symposia and réporter-generated
interviews would be ﬁeasures of individual independence.

If a reporter were under such heavy, organizatiQn&l constraints
as a large number;of de&dl;nes. one would expect him or her

to be more dependen£ on press conferences than would the
reporter witﬂ the time apd ffeeﬂom to make individual choiées.
The latter should maka, far more use of papers, symposia and
interviews. ‘ | '

One also'woulé expect variance in numbers of sources
used per story. .Science,writéfs concerned about the quality
of science writing in general argue that single-source stories
.are too superficial, that "godd‘ science writing must |
communicate complex material in s;mé'depth, a task that

' requires multiple-source stories.18

Thus individual/
occupational norms should. encourage mult@ple-source stories.
But guch organizational restraints as daily deadlines
shbsld push a reporter in the opposife direction, toﬁard
_quick and easy single-source stories:. By analyéing number
of sources per story, then., one should bé,able to see
effécts of':he two levels of variables. In this analvsis,

stories are classified as single—source, double-source

or multiple-source (three or more sources) stories.
_ )

’

1lethod.
Data were cnllected in four phases during late 1976

and throughout 1977: (1) inner club and non-inner club

15
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science writers were.interviewed ahout their work (2) the
news-selection behaviors of the reporters were observed at
the 1977 RAAS annual meeting: (3) all stories about tne
meeting published in daily newspapers and magazines were
content analyzad: and (4) followup jinterviews were conducted-
with respondents. '.

To isolate those mass media science journalists who
make .up the inner club, three newspanper science writers who
have held leadership positions in NMASW and four public
information perSOnS who work for national scientific
institutions and thus come into regular contact with the
inner  club were asked to list journalists who they felt were
nner club memhers.fg The lists were merged and the journalists
ranked according to the number of times they were men;ienedt

,Those named hy four or more pgrsons were considered the most
likely candidates for inner club status, and interviews vere
obtained with all such indiviAuals who indicated thev were
likely to attend the AAAS meetlng.

Twenty-four science journalists were 1nvolved in all
phases of the study. Of the 24, 17 were identified as
fnner club members and seven as nonmembers (see Tables 1
and 2). As the inner club numbers no more than 25 or 30
members, the 17 represent the majority of the club and
included all inner cluh members who attended the meeting.
The seven non-inner club members were included to provide

perspectives on the inner club from individuals outside

the qroup.zol 16
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TABLES 1 AND 2 ABOUT HEKRE

fhase 1: Pace-to-face interviews were conducted with
journalists in the sample to obtain self reports abhout
their perceived newsjgatheting hehaviors, particularly at
an AAAS meeting.

Phase 2: Four persons tra§ned in observational
techniques atténd the 1977 AAAS annual meeting, held
21-25 Februa£y in Denver, to observe the science writers'’
actual news-gathering behaviors.

Phagse 3: AAAS hires a clipping service to monitor
coverage of the annual meeting in all daily newspapeté and

1 A11 772 stories identified

news magazines in the country.z
by the service through May 1977 were collected and content
analyzed with the story as the unit of analysis. FEmphasis
in the analysis was on story subject and perceived sources
of information.

Phase 4: Following the content analysis, all
journalists in the sample who had covered the meet;;gzz
were contacted by telephohe and asked to discuss in detail
their reasons for selecting topics and sources for each
story.

The qgoal of this mﬁltimethodological approach was éé
obtai; differeng mé:éu}e; of the same concepts: to find
out how science writets"pe;ceived their Qewsgatheting
hehaviors, to obsefve the behaviors themselves and finally tp

analyze the effects of the behaviors .on the final news product.

17



page 16

Study findings.

Most of the numerical analyses presented below are
based on data from the 19 journalists in the study who
attended the neéi(nq.- other findings are based on the full
sample of 24 who were interviewed and on observational data
from the meeting.

Hithinhthe meeting context-one could readily see both
occupational and -organizational. variables affecting the
final product. The interesting thing to note about the
following discussion is that the two levels, rather than
supplementing one another, seemed to conflict. The sttonget
the level of one set of variaples, the weaker would be the
other. We will look at each .level briefly:

Organizational variables. Organizational constraints
proved to be the.more powerful determinants of news-
gatﬁeting behaviors. Three types of otganizgtional constraints
will be discussed here: nugbot of deadlines, the pressures
of‘perceived competitidn. and ieéhnoloqical differences
between organizations. i

Deasline pte;sutes. The more stories a reporter
was expected to write, the more likely he or she was to
rely on the press conferences as an efficient means Qf
gathering information. In fact, there is a startling
difference between the number of press conferences attended
by consetained tepo;tefs (reporters who had to produce at

least orie stor& a day. at the meetipg) and the number attended
L]

I3
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by reporters with few deadlines :.sgiﬁinis (see Tabic 3).
Similarly, the constrained science writer utilized press
eontaronc;o as story sources far more often than any other
source, while reporters with few or no deadlines were more
likely to have gone to a meeting symposium or obtained an

interview with a scientist.

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

Deadline constraints also seem to nave bee: major
factors governing the number of sources used for a story.
More than %0 percent of the stories produced by reporters
with daily deadlines were single-source stories..uhile the
majority of stories written by journalists with fewer
deadlines used two sources (see Table 4). While reporters
wit; many deadlines did few multiple-source stories, less
constrained.tepottets were more likely to write multiple-

source stories than they were to do single-source stories.

TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE

Thus theltime constraints ;mposgg by organizations
tequ#ting daily stox_eq forced tepo?tgts into a pattern of
single-source or double -source stories that were based in great
part on ptels-confetencg 1n£oruat19n. As one respondent noted.
"Press conferenceg.iqp vital. If jbq've got to produce a

story every day, that's the way you going, to get it.'

: Q 19
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For these reporters, AAAS could pldy a large part in
dptafnininq what was news about its own meéting.

Eliminate ﬁaily Asadlines, orn ‘the othér hand, and the
journalist seanbé.éo shake loose.trom the press conference
and instead began gathering 1ntormation from the meetinq
itself, via synposia. with fewer stcries to do, he or she
could pick tqpics nore carefully and could utilize a number of
sources for any one Story. ’

Competitive : ctors. Competition proved to be
another variahble that increased reporter lependence on press
conferences. \Vhat is interesting ahout this variable is
that it was perceived by reporters as an organizational
rather than an individual constraint.

When reporters from a varizty of media come together at
an event, one would think that competition would be
gperationalized individually, with one reportier viewing
himself as pitted agsinst another. As memhers of the
'prestige press, inner club members particularly should
perceive themselves as each other's main competition, since
their newspapers - the New York Times, the Washington Post.

the Philadelphia Inquirer, etc. - indeed 20 sO.

But respondents in this study viewed competition not

as a journalist-vs-journalist battle but rather as a
newspaper-vs-newspaper situation. Rather than pitting
themselves against colleagues, they perceived competition

primarily as something their editors felt, as an organizational

20 %
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constraint that must he satisfied. Competition meant that
thair editors were guaging the quality of their work not
on the basis of reporter originality but on the basis of
what the competing newspaper or wire service was producing
® ("Here's an AP story on the Martian moon. Did our man
get that?“). So the solution was not to operate
individually but to produce copy that satisfied perceived
needs of a kind of ‘collective’ newsroom.

Science writers could minimize complaints from their
city rooms, then, not by scooping each other on stories
(wvhich in fact would have increased complaints) but by
duplicating each othei. And press conferences provided the «
beast plice to accomplish this. If all journalists cover the
same story, there is no question ahout whether one got” the
story for that day. Reporters, rather, ¢ ated the story
for the day en masse. As one respondent explained’

I go to a press conference because I don't want

to be surprised the next day by seeing that somebody

else picked up a big story that I missed. I know

what newspapers my editors watch, too. If (the

conipetition) files a story, I want to he gure I don't

get a call the next day (from the desk wondering) why

I 4idn‘'t write it. I know that they've seer. the wires

and I'm out there (at the meeting). So there's a

bit of self protection. d .

Thus the more a reporter felt his or her editor was
watching the production of)gthet reporters from competing
organiszations, the more likely that reporter was to try to
duplicate that production. ,

Technoloqicai differences. Obhservational data indicated

that type of,medium did have an effect on reporter

3 | 21
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independence fromlhnns. Journalists with a great deal of
equipment and complicated schedules were more likely to

rely heavily on AAAS for story ideas, sources and
arrangements. Local television and radio reporters in

Denver were by far the most dependent on the scientific
institution they were covering for news direcﬁion. These
reporters were frequently observed asking AAAS personnel

to give them “a éohple good ideas® for stories for the

next day. Of course one must acknowledge that broadcast
journalists also are less likely to be skilled in science
coverage and thus more dependent on outside assistance,

but even that factor can be viewed as an organizational
constraint since broadcast media traditionally have been much
less likely to field specialty reporters than have print media.

Occupational factors. The peer interaction atforded by

close reporter ties did not secem to have much of an effect

on story selections. Most inner cluh members were under the
same types of organizational deadline constraints as were
non-members, and production of daily stories made them just as
dependent on press conferences (see Taﬁle 3). The only
difference in source usage seemed to be that inner club -
memhers, when writiﬁg single-source stories, were just as likely
to use scientific papers as thay were press confernecs, while
non-members relied primarily on rress conferences and
seconllrily on interviews for their single-source stories

(see Table 5).23 So whether or not one was an inner cluh

22
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member made little difference in one's dependence on AAAS for
story selection cuidance: everyone relied on the press

conferences.

TABLE S5 ABOUT HERE

Oqcuputional-lovel interactions 4id seem to have an
effect, however, on the accuracy and overall qualitf of
stories produced. Por all practical purposes, the inner
club at an event like the AAAS meeting serves its
constituents as a large pool of resources. Inner club
members shared information, provided each other with
technical definitions and warned one another away from
suspicious sources and unsubstantiated research reports.

In one instance at the 1977 meeting, for example, an
inner cluh memher came away from a press conference about
the Martian moon Pho%o‘ with the idea that the tiny moon
harhored huge reserves of oil. Other club members quickly
checked out that possibility and warned their colleague
that this conclusion was not substantiated by the research
presented. The reporter subsequently downplayed the
potentailly misleading ‘little Saudia Arahia’ theme in his
story. '

In another example inner cluh members were amoﬁq
topotte\- at the 1978 AAAS meeting in Hasﬂinqton, nC, who -
attended a press conferance at which a California scientist

presented findings of a study of Seventh Day Adventists

ERIC . 23
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indicating that eating meat decroases 1ife expeoctancy and
increases the chances of heart attacks and cancer. Although
several inner club member3 seemed interested in the story.

at least two reporters warned their colleagues that the study
could have serious methodological flaws and to approach

the story cautiously. A number of club members investigated
that problem and snbsoqucn(ly decided not to write the

story.

Thus while access to the expertise of other science
writers--one benefit of the inner club--did not have a
substantial effect on a reporter'’'s dependence On press
conferences, it did seem to enhance his or her ability to
be critical of the scientific information presented in

those press conferences.

Discussion.

In this particular hews situation, then, organizational
varisbles seemed to he the primary determinant of story

selections and, to some extent. of information gathering,

Occupational-level variables came into play at a secondary
lavel. Once a topic was chosen, reporter interaction was

utilized to maximize the scientific quality of the storv

itself.

As I noted earlier in the paper: the two levels of
decisiongmaking 4o not seem to compliment each other.
Increased organizational requirements hrought ahout increased

dependence on an artificial press conference structure
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erected by the institution, promoted a greater degree of
homogenaity in story topics andsmade more likely |
superficislity of information via fawer sources, shorter
articles, etc. The greater the organisational restraints,
the lesser rolc‘occup.ttoall variables seemed to play in
the news-gatiidring and structuring process.

On the other hand., &8s organizational constraints decreased,
occupational factors became stronger. Reporters with fewer
deadlines, under less competitive strain, and who worked for
print organizations exercised greater individual oontrol
over story selections, attended the moeting itself rather
than the press conferences. and obtained greater story
depth through multiple sources.

In many ways, then, the twn levels of decision -making
examined hers seemed to he in direct conflict with each
other. Respondents did not seem to be aware of this conflict,
perhaps hecause organizational constraints like the ones
examined here are “givens' in the reporting business. They
may be such strong determinants of behavior, 1in fact, because
the science writer does not question the dajly deadline or
coypotitiva premises but rather assumas Whe constraints
as part of the job.z‘

Yet the two levals did not seem to supplement one
another for the reporters studied in this meeting context.
Oorganizational constraints in this ltu&y were geared toward
manufacturing a product within a specified éin. with a harad:
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news peg, a product that qualified as a bona fide story
because other science writers did it, too. Occupational/
professional factors, on the other hand, enphasised " good
science writing* via information mu:acy and Jegitimacy.
Organisational variadles oﬁphnalsod‘th. competitive .
aspects of reporting while individual-level variahles ’
emphasised cooperative aspects. In fact. the inner club seems
to have evolved in part to make cooperation a legitimate
tactic for science writers in cettain news-gathering situations.
In contexts avay from the competitive city room, the inner
club sanctions cooperation with one's main wtﬁon (as
long as they, too, are members) in the interest of ultimate
product quality. 8y turning wvhat should be & highly
competitive situation into a highly cooperative one. then.
the clup allows the science vriter to meet the demands of his
or her newsroom organization without sacrificing the strong
personal anA professional relationships that have developed

.

among occupational colleaques.

Conclusion

nuleuoxvol models of decision-makind have ohvious
applications to mdorlegnqu navs-making behaviors in the mass
media. The problem lies not in accepting such models but in
applying them to actual rosearch situations. The mere fact
that' decisions at various levels will be highly interrelated
makes it difficult to devise variahles that can be measured ’
Moﬁmdantly ae. each "lcnl. In this paper 1 present one
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research desiqn thst makes an attempt at such independent
measurement. Ropefully evolving multilevel models in our
‘field will stimulate others to design strategies to

accommodate more than two levels of analysis.
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lznouovor, science specialty writers still take off on

more exotic trips as well. Most of the science writers in
this study had been to.Antarctica to cover U.S. research
there. Walter Sullivan of the New York Times has traveled
to Antarctica so many times ( ive), 1n Fact, that a ridge
there has been named after him. Other science writers have -
accompanied geologists on diving trips throughout the
world's oceans: still others have followed anthropologists
on treks to Africa in search of early man. American. science
writers even covered scientists' searches for the Loch Ness
monster in Scotland in recent years. In a sense. then,

{ gcience remains an international beat for a-number of the
more prestigious media. .

135ational Association of Science Writekrs, Inc.
"Mambership List," mimeo, July 1978.

o 14The organization works to increase expertise by
offering regional luncheons with scientific speakers and,
in connection with the Council for the Advancement of
Science Writing (an independent offshoot of NASW), sponsors
an annual Horizons of Science meeting, where science writers
are brought together with scientists in the forefront of
various research fields. The organization emphasizes unique
aspects of science writing as an occupation through its
quarterly newsletter, where ethics of the husiness are often
discussed. Information sources for ‘science writers and
aspects of writing about science also are treated in the
newsletter, and annotated bihliographies and other refercence
data are ‘sometimes provided. - . - 7

1SAccording to. Introduction to NASW, a pamphlet
produced by NASW, active members “must be principally
engaged in reporting science through media that reach the
public directly: newspapers, mass—-circulation magazines.
"trade' books, radio, television and films." Associate
members, on the other hand. "report science through special
media: 1imited-circulatien publications and announcements
from organizations such as universities, research laboratories,
foundations and science-oriented corporations (p. 8).
The imbalance of power has generated a low current of
discontent for years within the organization.
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16Ono of the main goals of AAAS as an organisation is
to increase public appreciation of the importance qf sciance
to human progress. So the institution is interested in
attracting as much coverage of its meeting hy journalists
as possible. Toward that end, AAAS has constructed a
public-information apparatus for its annual meeting that
is perhaps more sophisticated than that of any other meeting.
1t is highlighted by a series of press conferences that
continues from the beginning of the six-day neeting to its
end. Journalists literally do not have to leave the press
area to "cover" the meetir~. since public information °
personnel provide scientists' and scientific papers on the
hourly basis. :

170r a discussion of these and other variables relevant
to studies of news organizations, see Lee B. Becker,
"Organizational Variables and the Study of Newsroom Behavior:
A Raview and Discussion of U.S. Research,’ paper presented to
the International Association for Mass Communication Research,
Warsaw, Poland, September 1978.

198evera1 respondents in this study, for axample, noted
that they write fewer single-source stories now than in the
past. One explained that rather than produce such limited
stories, she now takes the information home from the meeting
with her where she will have the time to contact other
sources and produce “trend stories or “analysis’ stories.

lglndividunls érovidinq l1iats of science writers wvere
navid Perlman, then science editor (now city aditor) of
the San Francisco Chronicle:r.gd Edelson, sclience editor

of the New York Dail ews; Ron Kotulak, science editor
of the Chicago Tribune:; NDon Phillips, senior project
specialist for e tican Hospital Association; Audrey

Likely, director of public relations for the American
Institute of Physics: Dorothy Smith, manager of the news
service for the American Chemical Society; and Carol Rogers,
public information officer for AAAS.

20The non-inner club respondents were journalists ranked
hy three or fewer persons on the list who planned to attend
the AAAS meeting and who worked for media comparable in size
ant prestige to those employing inner club reporters.

ZIAAAS subscribes to the Washington, pC-based Press
Intelligence, Inc.

22, sne 24 journalists in the sample, five did not
attend the meeting for various reasons. They were David
Perlman, San Prancisco Chronicle; Joel Shurkin, Philadelghia

Inggirer{ Jarry Bishop. wall Street Journal; Michael Woods.,
Tole Blade; and Bob Gillette, LoS geles Times.

-
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230ne interpretatigh of this greater reliance on
research papers favors the notion that greater occupational
interaction inoreases independence in story selection: inner
club members collectively know more about science and thus
are better ahle to understand a scientist's research papet and
use it for a story if need he. This mey have been true in
part. But observational data indicated that reliance on

rs at this meeting as sole sources for stories was more
a function of organisational constraimts. 3£ one oould
understand a research paper, it was.a much quicker and more
readily available story sourca than any other. And wost of
the papexs that served as sole story sources were, in fact,
social science reports, acoounts that any reporter attending
_ the .meeting probably ocould have understood to some extent.

The major reason for using the papers as single sources, in

this instance, seems to have heen organisational.

z‘xnt.rocttnqu. although science writers in this study

expressed little awvareness of organisational oconstraints
hefore the fact, the NASW Newsletter is rife with ex post
acto discussions of how such factors affected story
selections. Por example, see Joel Shurkin, "The Science
writers Still Go to the AAAS Meetings: Soms Answers to
‘Why?'” Newsle 27:1-3, Pebruary 1979; or
Charles Pe ’ pressive Gene Stampedes Writers

at AAAS," NASW Newsletter 27:3-5, Pebruary 1979.
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Table 1
Inner Club Members Interviewed

Name Title Affiliation
George Alexander Science writer Los Angeles Times
Jerry Bishop Staff reporter Wall Street Journal
.pob Cooke Science editor poston Globe
E4 EBdelson Science editor New York Daily News
Peter Gwynne Science editor Newsweek
pon Kirkman Science writer Scripps-Howard News-
papers
Ron Kotulak Science editor Chicago Tribune
John Langone Medical editor Boston Herald-American
Tom O'Toole Science editor tJashington Post
David Perlman Science editor San Prancisco Chronicle
Judy Randal Science writer New York Daily News
Joann Rodgers Medical writer Hearst Newspapers/
: Baltimore News-American
Al Rossiter Science editor United Press Interna-
tional
Joel Shurkin Science writer Philadelphia Inquirer
Brian Sullivan Science writer Associated Press
Walter Sullvian Science editor The New York Times
pPat Young*® Science writer The National Observer
n=17
*Since the demise of The National Observer in July 1977, Young
has worked as a free-lance science Wwr ter in the Washinqgton, 0.C.
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Tahle 2

' Younger Journalists Interviewed

Title P)

Affiliation

Ira Platow

Jon Pranklin
pob Gillette
glizabeth Maggio
Cristine Russell

pavid Salisbury
Michael Woods

Science reporter
* Science writer
Science writer
Science writer
Science/medical
writer
Science writer
. Science editor

National Public Radio
Baltimore Sun

1os Angeles Times
Arisona Daily Star
Washington Star

Christian Science Monitor
Toledo Blade
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Table 3

The “"Averaye Journalist:
Mean Values on a Number of
pProduction/source Variables

Deadline
A status Constraints
AL [Inner Club other ' |"Wany  Pew |
(n=19) _(p=1¢) (n=%) (n=14) (n=3) _
Mean numsber
of stories 6.5 6.9 6.4 7.6 3.¢

Mean number of
press oonf's
attended 6.4 6.5 6.0 7.7 2.6

Mean number of
stories utilizing

Press conf. 2.8 2.3 3.0 3.4 1.2
Symposium 1.3 1.2 1.6 1.1 1.8
Papar 2.4 2.6 1.9 2.9 1.0
Interview 2.6 2.3 3.6 2.3 2.2
Single
Source 3.0 3.9 2.8 3.8 .6
™O Sources 2.5 2.6 2.2 2.5 1.8
ultible
sources .7 .5 1.? .6 1.0
a

n's indicate number of respondents in the resnective suhgroups.
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Table ¢

Percentages of Total Stories
Written by Respondents That Utilise
Singlo, Double or Multiple Sources

Deadline
Status Constraints
Al . |Inner Club Other ' | Many ~ Pew |
(n=117) (n=86) (nedl)  (s=300) (m=}7)
Single
source 480 (56)  498(42) 45e(14) 538(53) 18%(3)
T™wO
sources 410(48) 438 (37) 368(11)  39%(39) 53%(9)
Mor.. than
tvo sosrces 11%(13) 9%(7) 194 (6) snie) 297
1008 1004 1008 1008 100¢

'M.f.hough total number of stories produced by the 19 respondent: at
the meeting was 123, sources for six coald not be determined.
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- Tahle S

Percentages of Total stories that Utilised
Only 8ingle Sources of Various Kinds®

. Deadline

gstatus Constraints

a1l [Inner Club  Other | [Many ~ Pew !

single Source (n=30) (n=36) (n=14) (n=48) (n=2)
Press Conf. Only 409 (2n) 368(13) 308 (7) 398 (19) %0%8(1)
Symposium Only 148(7) 138(3%) 1A8(2) 148(7) 08 (90)
Paper Only 248(12) 33%(12) 0%(n) 288(12) N8 (")
Interview Only 220 (11) 16%(6) 388 (9%) 208 (10) S03(1)
100 1008 1008 100¢ 1008 -

{

8gource of deta i postmeeting interviews. n's are simply sums of
stories utilizing only one particular source for respondents in the

qgroup.




